Indeed, in addition to his long list of U.S. honors, which include membership of the Institute of Medicine of the National Academy of Sciences, a Distinguished Scientist Award from the American College of Cardiology, and both Distinguished Scientist and Gold Heart Awards from the American Heart Association, Willerson has also been elected a Fellow in the Royal Society of Medicine in the UK; he has been made an honorary member of cardiology societies in Peru, Spain, Greece, Venezuela, Chile, and Japan;, he has won the Most Outstanding Cardiologist Award from the Cardiovascular Society of Shanghai, China; and he is the current President of the International Academy for Cardiovascular Sciences based in Winnipeg, Canada.
Willerson's far-reaching fame is in part due to his research, which has included the elucidation of mechanisms that cause coronary heart disease to convert from stable to unstable, 1,2 the detection and treatment of vulnerable atherosclerotic plaques, 3,4 the discovery of genes and proteins responsible for cardiovascular disease, 5, 6 and, more recently, the treatment of heart failure patients with stem cells. 7, 8 And Willerson's renown is also due to his strong natural leadership. He is currently the President and Medical Director of the Texas Heart Institute in Houston. Before that, he was President of The University of Texas Health Science Center in Houston (where he remains the Edward Randall III Professor in Internal Medicine) and Director of the Cardiology Division at The University of Texas Southwestern Medical School in Dallas, and before that, he was the Director and Principal Investigator of the National Heart, Lung, and Blood Institute's Specialized Center of Research at UT Southwestern Medical School. He was also the longestserving Editor-in-Chief of Circulation, and converted the journal from a monthly to a weekly publication in print and online. He also currently serves as a Senior Consulting Editor for Circulation Research.
In a recent interview, Willerson explained that his achievements in cardiology have been attained through unfailing commitment and a lot of hard work, as well as quite a bit of swimming.
Both Your Parents Were Doctors, Correct?
They were. My father was a general practitioner, and my mother was an anesthesiologist. She must have been among the first women doctors in Texas.
Did Your Parents' Careers Influence Your Own?
They did, but not because of anything they said, or insisted on. I would accompany my father on house calls and I would go to the hospital with my mother. I saw the great joy that they got from caring for patients, and the appreciation of the patients for their care and compassion.
Because of that I never really thought about any other career than medicine.
Never?
No. I never thought about doing anything other than being a doctor. I pursued a degree in biology, and was a premed major right from the start. I was really committed and the only question in my mind was whether I was smart enough. So I worked hard.
I attended The University of Texas at Austin on a four-year swimming scholarship, so I worked hard at swimming too, since it was paying for my education.
You Were State Champion, Were You Not?
Yes, I won five firsts in the state swimming meet as a senior in high school.
At the university, the swimming kept me out of trouble because every day we would get up at 5 AM and swim, then swim again at 2:00 in the afternoon for another 3 hours. At the end of all that, I didn't have much energy for anything other than trying to get into medical school.
Besides Your Parents, Another Doctor Influenced Your Career …
Yes, Dr Denton Cooley-the famous heart surgeon. He came to San Antonio when I was 14, and my mother and father insisted that I go with some doctors to pick him up from the airport. That didn't seem like such a good idea to me, but they wouldn't let me out of it. So I went along, and afterward, we returned to one of the doctor's homes. I was introduced to Dr Cooley, and I thought, good, this will be the fastest meeting in history, and I won't bother him any further, but it wasn't. He spent about 30 or 40 minutes with me. He wanted to know what I was interested in and what I had done to that date, which of course wasn't much. When he learned I was interested in medicine, he wanted to help.
Later, when I was studying at the Baylor College of Medicine I met him again, and I spent the summer of my third year in medical school in his operating room.
Later still, when I was offered the job of Chairman of Medicine at The University of Texas in Houston, he called me and said he wanted me to have a second job. He wanted me to be the Director of the cardiology research programs at the Texas Heart Institute. So I did both.
In 2000, I became President of The University of Texas Health Science Center, Houston. And in 2004, Dr Cooley asked me to succeed him as President of the Texas Heart Institute. I couldn't at the time because I had not completed my promises to The University of Texas. He said, Ok, you'll be President Designate. We did that for four years, and then I stepped down as President of the UT Health Science Center and became President of the Texas Heart Institute, which I have been now for 2.5 years.
Why Were Your Parents So Insistent That You Meet Dr Cooley?
That's something I have thought about a lot. I suspect that they wanted me to see someone who had achieved what Dr Cooley had. I was already very interested in medicine, so there wasn't any need to help me decide about my career. They didn't know him, they only knew of him, so I imagine they hoped he might spend a few minutes with me and advise me, but it turned into much more than that. It was the beginning of a friendship that ultimately led to my being at the Texas Heart Institute many years later and succeeding him as President.
I have some strong spiritual beliefs, too, and I don't think that was an accident. I think it was intended to occur.
Was It Dr Cooley That Sparked Your Interest in Cardiology?
I first became interested in cardiology at Baylor College of Medicine through Dr Cooley, and also Dr Michael DeBakey, who were both teachers of mine. Then, at the Massachusetts General Hospital, where I spent 5 years in training, there were also several outstanding cardiologists. Chief among them were Dr Roman DeSanctis and Dr Edgar Haber. Dr DeSanctis was one of the foremost clinical cardiologists in the country, and Dr Haber was a combined immunologist and cardiologist. They were both inspirational and very supportive of me. It was because of their influence that I came to believe I could be an educator, a physician, and also be involved in discovery. I wanted to do all three.
Heart and vascular disease are the major killers of men, women, and children in our country, and in virtually every major country in the world. I wanted to be someone who would contribute to the prevention of heart and vascular disease.
What Is Your Proudest Career Moment?
There have been a number. I have been very fortunate. In a generic sense, as Director of Cardiology at UT Southwestern, as Chairman of Medicine at UT Houston, as President of the UT Health Science Center, and now as President of the Texas Heart Institute, I'm proud to have had the opportunity to help fashion environments for educational programs, for research programs, for clinical care programs, and to have provided the energy, and some of the assistance, and to have recruited others who could do the same. I'm proud of the high quality effort in all of those areas and the very high quality outcomes.
In a more specific sense, I am proud of my research work with my colleagues, first, in Dallas at UT Southwestern and now, at the Texas Heart Institute. We have identified mechanisms responsible for the development of unstable angina and acute myocardial infarction. More recently we have developed the ability to detect atherosclerotic plaques that are vulnerable, ie, that are likely to rupture and lead to a heart attack, and also we have developed methods that allow one to see areas of heart attack and measure its size by various imaging procedures. Even more recently, I am proud of our work in treating patients with severe heart failure and coronary heart disease with their own adult stem cells. We were the first in the world to do this.
We are working very hard now with the goal of ultimately regenerating the whole human heart from stem cells. I think in the years to come, the entire human heart will be regenerated from stem cells and that adult human stem cells will be part of that regenerative process. So too will converted uncommitted cells in the body that are transformed into heart muscle cells.
How Hard Do You Work?
Hard. One can't really do anything of any significance without devoting oneself to the task and working hard. My days are 17 to 18 hours, a little less on Sundays.
The care of patients is a great privilege. People put their lives in your hands, particularly when you're a heart doctor. Mistakes can be very harmful and critical so you just can't make them. One has to create an environment where others understand that, and hopefully are encouraged to be the very best they can be.
I've never even considered it work. It is time consuming and one devotes oneself to it and gives up certain other things, but if you really are doing it for the right reasons and the environment is right, it will be something that you really cherish.
Any Advice for Young Researchers?
One needs to give oneself to any effort of importance, and to try to pick an area that really interests that individual. One should become as well trained as possible and try to pick outstanding mentors. And if one does all of those things, one will find success. There will be disappointments, but if one's real goal is to help others, to encourage younger people to be the best, and to contribute to the development of new and better ways to help people with cardiovascular disease, there is nothing that will give one greater satisfaction.
